Natural history of perinatal hepatitis C virus infection.
In order to outline the natural course of perinatal hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection, we prospectively followed seven HCV-positive children for a mean period of 65.1 months (range, 26-90 months). Physical examination findings, growth, and bilirubin and immunoglobulin levels were constantly normal. All children were still viremic at last analysis. HCV-RNA was almost constantly detected throughout follow-up, with the exception of the first days of life. All children had initial increases (of variable duration) in alanine aminotransferase values: four children subsequently had normal or borderline values for years, with exacerbation of inflammatory activity in two cases. IgM antibodies to HCV were found in three of the seven patients. Autoantibodies developed in two children. Liver biopsy, performed on five patients, documented different degrees of chronic persistent hepatitis. Thus, recovery from perinatal HCV infection seems unlikely, and chronic hepatitis develops in most infected children, including those with prolonged intervals of remission of inflammatory activity.